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In an era of ‘instant news’ the role of the citizen journalist has become 
more valuable than ever, and mainstream news organisations can and 
should do more to embrace citizen journalism.
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Critics argue that  
the fundamental 
problem of citizen 
journalism is the 
ability to hide 
behind anonymity, 
and potentially feed 
opinion or false 
information as fact 
into the media.
Citizen journalism, public journalism, grassroots journalism, participatory journalism and 
user-generated media are just some 
of the terms used to describe the 
citizen’s new role in the gathering and 
production of news.
Freedom of expression is a 
fundamental element of democracy. 
Citizens should be able to choose 
between different sources of news 
and opinion. The notion of citizen 
journalism enables people to voice their 
opinions, supporting this fundamental 
element of democracy.
The term ‘citizen journalism’ has 
been defined in many ways, and 
search results indicate that definitions 
can be strikingly different.
The following definition by Bowman 
& Willis in We Media define citizen 
journalism as
“The act of a citizen, or group 
of citizens, playing an active role in 
the process of collecting, reporting, 
analyzing and disseminating news 
and information. The intent of this 
participation is to provide independent, 
reliable, accurate, wide-ranging and 
relevant information that a democracy 
requires.”
Although citizen journalism is not 
a new phenomenon, prior to the 
internet citizen journalists had little 
opportunity to reach global audiences. 
The advancement of the internet and 
Web 2.0 technologies has facilitated 
the transformation from consumers 
of news to producers of news. This 
has led to the democratisation of 
news reporting, allowing audiences 
witnessing incidents to post eyewitness 
accounts, share photos or video clips as 
soon as they happen. The Arab Spring 
and Occupy Wall Street movements 
have also displayed the ability of new 
media and user-generated content to 
democratise.
According to www.poynter.org, 
journalist Steve Outing states that the 
earthquake and tsunamis in South 
Asia in December 2004, and their 
aftermath, represented “a tipping 
point in ‘citizen journalism’. He further 
states that:
“Digital technologies – the Web, 
e-mail, blogs, digital cameras, 
camera phones – have evolved to 
the point where people on the scene 
share with professional journalists the 
ability to reach a wide audience, to 
tell and show the world what they 
saw and experienced. Where once 
disaster eyewitness photographs and 
videos turned up for widespread 
viewing only on news programs 
and in newspapers, today through 
e-mail, blogs, and a blogging 
infrastructure that spreads amateur 
news quickly and efficiently, they 
often find large audiences without 
the help or need of mainstream news 
outlets.”
In an era of ‘instant news’ the role 
of the citizen journalist has become 
more valuable than ever, and 
mainstream news organisations can 
and should do more to embrace 
citizen journalism as it provides the 
opportunity to present a unique 
perspective and add value.
Citizen journalism is not without 
drawbacks, however. Critics argue 
that the fundamental problem of 
citizen journalism is the ability to hide 
behind anonymity, and potentially 
feed opinion or false information 
as fact into the media. That being said, 
citizen journalists are an important 
source of information in countries 
where lack of infrastructure impedes 
the growth of mainstream media, 
or in instances where repressive 
governments limit the ability of 
professional journalists to operate 
freely. However, just as they can 
serve to challenge mainstream forces, 
they can also be tools of government 
propaganda.  
The South Korean website 
OhMyNews with its motto "Every 
Citizen is a Reporter" is an excellent 
example of an initiative that promotes 
democracy. It allows citizens to express 
and share their news with the nation. It 
is the first portal of its kind in Korea to 
accept, edit and publish articles from 
its readers. About 20% of the site's 
content is written by staff, while most 
of the articles are written by freelance 
contributors who are mostly ordinary 
citizens.
The growth of mobile phone 
technologies in Africa and the use of 
smartphones have also changed the way 
people consume, share and interact 
with news. One of most promising 
media development initiatives on the 
continent is from The Star newspaper 
in Kenya who have developed 
a platform to promote citizen 
journalism. Star Reports is an Android 
application which allows citizen 
journalists to easily upload their news 
content to a dedicated web portal. 
Readers are able to view the entire 
stream of content, or filter content 
according to various categories and 
regions. These content streams are also 
fed into The Star's workflow, where 
the newspaper and affiliated radio 
and television stations can access user-
generated content for development 
into stories to be featured in print or 
broadcasts.
It is evident that citizen journalists 
are indeed reshaping and challenging 
the global media landscape. Access 
to the Internet has enabled citizens 
to voice their political and societal 
concerns more easily, and act 
as catalysts in the promotion of 
democratic values and active 
citizenship. While new media 
technologies have a role to play in 
the promotion of democracy, their 
potential must be viewed in the 
light of their political and socio- 
economic realities. Furthermore, 
for citizen journalism to flourish the 
formerly passive audience needs to 
make the shift from consumers of 
news to producers of news. 
Mainstream media also have to accept 
the value of user-generated content, 
and be able to incorporate it in an 
effective way. 
